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			The world is in difficulty, and although advanced science has been exceedingly helpful, it has now caused life-threatening problems for the planet. Animals have been genetically enhanced, and they can communicate with Hominids. Their paths rarely cross unless they’re on farms, in labs, or in business alliances.

			Although infrequent, Animals and Hominids stage pre-planned meetings. These rare but important events are known as the GATHERINGS.

			For the first time in memory, a call has been sounded and simultaneous meetings have been scheduled planetwide. The Hominids have discovered CRISPR, a genetic engineering miracle—or so it seemed. The science is too good to be true, and something has gone amiss.

			The planet is now in serious peril, on the verge of a global pandemic and a mutant rebellion.

			***

			A mother scanned the rocky beach, yelling out the girls’ names as she wandered impatiently near the water at the southern tip of West Tinerman. As usual, they were late, and she’d told them not to forage too far. It was a spectacular morning. Daysky was upon them, and SOL shone brightly, warming the crusty sand. The cliffs were full of nesting Birds, continuously breaking the silence with their soulful cries as the ocean waves rolled in, pushing kelp and other goodies ashore. The girls loved to scavenge for rare shells and ocean-worn stones that, in the right light, radiated a full range of brilliant colors. Where had they wandered to? Mom thought, already scolding them in her now concerned mind.

			Neither girl saw nor heard the long tentacles reaching out from the abyss and slowly creeping across the sand to where they’d both just finished an ancient Seymorian castle. An archaic design. It was complete with a moat, drawbridge, inner sanctum, courtyard, and a variety of buildings. It was a wonderful mix of sand, water, shells, rocks, pebbles, and debris they’d collected that morning. They were playing and imagining together, wondering out loud what life would have been like in their fortress so many thousands of seasons ago.

			The war had begun in their playful minds, and they needed to stop the advance of the Horseshoe Crabs, with their Dung Beetle battering ram weapons and their Shrimp-like soldiers, from killing the king and stealing the young maidens to marry off in faraway lands. The girls were laughing and having the time of their lives. 

			Both tentacles struck quickly, and the girls screamed simultaneously, their shrill voices dwarfed by the sound of a loud wave crashing on the rocks nearby. The Giant Squid timed the strike knowingly, and the girls had no chance. Grabbed by their torsos, they were quickly hauled back toward the water, both slamming into rocky outcrops, their tiny legs and arms breaking as they were pulled like rag dolls into the sea. Hundreds of Baby Squids struck them almost instantly as they were drawn under the boiling water. They twisted, writhed, and screamed, swallowing mouthfuls of seawater and dying as they were pulled deeper down past the corals. Their arms and legs now hung haphazardly as finally death set them free.

			The Squids, their tiny beaks like knives, grabbed and tore flesh and bone away in a frenzy. Before too long, only shards of skin drifted aimlessly through the warm waters, as feeder Fish and small Crabs finished them off. The Giant Squid drifted silently into the black sea, with her torpedo-like offspring in tow, wondering where to strike next. 

			For at least a day, the young girls’ mom and many more searched up and down, finding only a castle, but no evidence of the kill. It was fast, ruthless, and invisible. 

			***

			“Dad’s going to be late again; he’s hardly around anymore!” groaned Sam as he grimaced while scratching his wide Beavertail with his right back claw.

			Rebecca glanced over and saw Sam floating in the clear waters of their cedar-lined lodge. The wooded structure had occupied this part of the STRETCH as long as the clan could remember.

			Pockets of tears welled up in the corners of Sam’s tired eyes. Sam was worn out after a busy day helping his sister, Julie, collect a medley of plants and fruits for the coming winter. 

			Medicines and supplies were stored throughout the dry areas of their domed habitat. Very little space above the water’s edge was wasted, and every nook and cranny had been stuffed with an array of life necessities. 

			Some provisions were hidden and secured in the frigid river water and streams that crisscrossed the family’s hunting grounds. It was usually Dad who performed this task, moving large rocks and branches underwater and wedging the stores safely under the cold, deep pools near the dam. Winter stores were a necessary evil for most Animals, and both friend and foe were spending countless hours each daysky preparing for the approaching cold weather season.

			The Animals on the river were used to the annual race, gathering every morsel they could eat and securing the rest in secret caches. This had been their routine for countless seasons. But now, something felt different. Many Animals on the STRETCH moved with an unusual purpose, helping one another rather than focusing solely on their own survival.

			Yes, danger still lurked behind every tree or hill, and even in the water. One still had to be very careful when traveling outside of the safe zones, and even then, alliances were sometimes broken. The reality was that now there was an understanding, and the world was on the cusp of change. 

			“Take a look, Sam!” Rebecca voiced as she sorted through a range of herbs and young tree limbs that she, Sam, and Julie had discovered earlier that day.

			Mom knew that some of the herbs held secrets. They had found plenty of dandelion, goldenseal, thyme, red clover, and a slew of other plants. They were often used as therapies to cure a variety of different ailments. The herbs were the important finds. Mother placed each in the storage pockets that had long ago been gnawed into the side rails of the lodge.

			Thyme was Rebecca’s favorite, as she loved the aroma and freshness, and she often hung strips from the slender boughs lining the roof above, for all to enjoy. In early spring, she mixed thyme with goldenseal when bronchitis reared its ugly head, an extraordinary remedy that seemed to work miracles.

			The bitter taste of dandelion tea, another medicinal favorite, had an array of benefits. She often made the clan drink from the hand-crafted cups Father had glazed in the family hearth.

			The hearth was a central point in the lodge, used for heating, cooking, boiling, and, when running hot, smelting or crafting dinnerware and storage containers. All were safely located within and around the den and the dam itself. Dad was constantly puttering, adding or removing local stones, and keeping watch over the centralized chimney—a majestic focal point for the lodge.

			Several times a season, Dad would burn green saplings of oak and hickory in the ongoing effort to rid the home of unwanted smells and critters. Mice and insects were always bothersome, and the tactic helped eradicate the pests, usually in good order. Afterward, Mom would roast applewood and dried lavender, offering a sweet aroma that lingered in the lodge for moons to come.

			“You know the cold weather is quickly approaching, and we need to get busy!” Rebecca continued as Sam splashed away an annoying insect that had somehow found its way onto his glossy coat. Not another one, he thought.

			The hearth worked great for eliminating bugs above the water, but not below. Nobody had yet figured out how to minimize the bothersome critters. They were slimy and incessant. 

			“Gross, disgusting, yuck! Where’s Dad?” Sam replied, and then added a yelp for effect.

			“Stop complaining—that’s all you do!” Julie voiced as she sat next to Mom doing her chores.

			“Don’t interfere, Julie!” Sam responded, somewhat irritated. Mother turned away from her work and met Sam’s eyes head-on. She stared for what seemed like an eternity. 

			“Look, son!” Rebecca said as Sam slowly ran his fingers over his body in search of other nasty parasites, all seeking refuge in his tender young hide. Mom patiently waited while Sam completed his quest, and finally, he turned and met her gaze. 

			“Dad loves you, and he loves Julie, but these are troubled times, Sam!” she continued. 

			Her eyes drifted to the small opening in the side of the lodge. There were three more strategically located throughout the upper den, and each acted as a safety portal. They could see out, always being alert for approaching predators or pending danger. 

			There are many dangers in and beyond the STRETCH, Rebecca thought as she bent over and discarded some used shells, tossing them into the watery abyss. She watched them flutter, slowly disappearing into a cloud of nothingness. 

			“Whatever, Mom. What troubled times? That’s just ridiculous,” Sam responded, looking back at Mom in anticipation of her answer, and when she didn’t, he continued to speak. “Dad’s busy all season, and you know it. We hardly see him anymore!” he added as he rolled his eyes away and a few tears began to well up. Finally, they spilled out onto his puffed cheeks. Sam was still an adolescent and prone to weeping fits when it suited him. 

			“He’s overwhelmed, beyond busy, and you will be too one daysky, but he’ll be home soon!” Rebecca responded. She dropped into the cool water in the center of the lodge, silently making her way to Sam’s side. 

			The conical lodge was one of the oldest on the STRETCH. Centrally located and surrounded by a deep pool adjacent to the fork in the river, it had offered safety and protection from many a beast for as long as Mom could remember. Her memory went back many seasons, and although age had somewhat dimmed her clarity, she still remembered with fondness the goodness and joy the home had offered her many offspring.

			Primarily manufactured with rock, wood, and mud, the lodge was always a bastion of activity and ceaseless repair. The bedding of wood chips and fresh grasses was constantly replaced. Often, if one looked closely on the coldest of winter days, the breath of the clan could be seen escaping through the ventilation shaft located at the peak of the lodge. Smoke from the hearth acted as a beacon for friends or sometimes foe. 

			Although Mom was old and wise, she spent most of her life tending to den and dam management, or her array of offspring that arrived every few seasons. Currently, there were only Julie and Sam, but Rebecca knew it wouldn’t be long until a new litter would join the family, becoming a new focus of her attention. 

			Lodge repair and upkeep were a thankless job, but the efforts paid off. Even on the coldest days and darkest of darkskys, the room temperature was comfortably warm. Mother, Dad, and the Kits remained cozy and safe. Seasons of work had thickened the walls and extended the many canals that forked like fingers in all directions away from the safety of the domed domicile. Over the decades, the pond had enlarged, and countless Birds, Fish, Waterfowl, Mammals, Reptiles, and, unfortunately, those evil and ever-present Rodents all called the STRETCH home. Each knew they could thank their Beaver brethren for their safe and rewarding domiciles.

			As Rebecca reminisced, Sam continued to float on his back and silently found his way into the comforting warmth of his mother’s welcoming coat. At two seasons old, Sam was still a young Beaver and looked to his mother for reassurance and love, especially when he was scared or feeling sad. 

			Sam had been born just after ice-out two springs ago, only a fraction of time after Julie, his twin sister, began her life journey. Mom usually had five or six Kits, and the size of her offspring reflected the vast food reserves available along this leg of the STRETCH. Mom knew that her Kits would venture out soon, and they’d find their way. She anxiously wondered if Sam and Julie would survive the coming of the next frost away from the safety of the lodge. Many dangers lurked along the STRETCH.

			Although Sam loved Julie, he sometimes resented her constant banter, claiming that she was the older of the two. She was only an instant older, but she acted like she was his mother, always telling him what he should do and how he should act. Get over yourself, he often thought. And not to mention her special relationship with Mom! They acted like sisters ganging up on him and making him feel like a child. Ugh! he thought.

			He got it, though, knowing full well that Julie was a female and wanted to be just like Mom. Sam knew deep down that he wanted to be just like Dad—out every day, working to make life better for his family and friends. And like Dad, he prayed one daysky he’d become an Elder. 

			Yet he was stuck with his sister and Mom, tending to clean-up and repair chores from dawn to dusk, while Dad did the real work. It sucked being young, but he knew that sooner rather than later, he, too, would be out starting his own family and building his own home in preparation for his first set of Kits, as early as two seasons from now. A pang of fear embraced him, and he nestled tighter against the warmth of Mom, quickly returning his attention to the present and the safety of her embrace.

			“Sam, I know you miss Dad, and I know sometimes it feels that he may not care or isn’t interested in what you’ve been doing, but trust me, he is!” Rebecca explained. “Dad loves you more than anything in this world—Julie, too. You guys mean everything to him,” she continued. “Like other dads, he works hard for the STRETCH, but his thoughts and labor, for the most part, are done to better your lives,” she added. “He wants the best for you both, and don’t ever forget that!”

			Mom gently stroked the nape of Sam’s back, picking out ticks here and there with an eye out for those irritating lice that periodically found their way into the den. It was a never-ending struggle to keep their home free of the countless clouds of unsightly bugs. 

			Sam snuggled ever deeper, pressing firmly against Mom as they continued to float quietly in the still pool.

			It was quiet on the river as darkness loomed, but soon their silent environment would be filled with the sounds of the darksky filtering through the small cracks in the sides of their wooden home. The song of the cicada would echo through every chamber, awakening their fanciful friends, like crickets and Toads and other like-minded singers of the forest. The ever-present chorus of Bull Frogs, resting peacefully on the safety of their lilies, croaked in unison, adding to the chorus of darksky. From time to time, the hoot of an Owl would garnish the choir, bringing tranquility and calm across the gloomy darkness of the STRETCH.

			For some, the darkening skies brought peace, but for others, terror and fear. Darksky was the time to hunt. Prey, often Rodents, small Birds, and Reptiles, sought refuge and lay silently in the safety of their nests and burrows, hopeful to see SOL rise and the start of a new daysky.

			Tomorrow will be home repair day, Rebecca pondered, and we’ll need to get an early start. She combed a final nasty from Sam’s silky coat. Dad, with Sam’s help, had fashioned new hinges from cherry wood. Their front incisors acted as natural chisels, and the chevron-patterned set had been sanded perfectly. It was a snug fit for the storage chest, located in the tidy niche just to the right of the pantry. 

			Mom stored winter wares, storage containers, and the coziest of hand-woven blankets in the unit, but the hinges had worn in time and required replacement. The sealed fit kept out the critters and moisture, ensuring the cedar-lined chest and its contents remained clean and fresh. When available, Dad used pumice, a volcanic rock for sanding. 

			Pumice wasn’t local, so it wasn’t easy to get. When available, it was equally shared throughout the STRETCH. Mom sometimes used it on her tail periodically to smooth out the roughness, giving her skin a softness that was gentle to the touch. 

			Aside from the chest, two breaches in the dam required thatching, and the kids had collected green saplings and willow branches over the past moon. The repairs would be easy and fun. Often, other Animals assisted with construction chores, supplying the labor, or stood guard, searching the land and the sky for looming danger. Rarely, but every once in a while, an Eagle or rogue Fox appeared, and within seconds, an array of shouts, hoots, croaks, or other warning sounds alerted the workers. All would scamper to safety until the Frogs voiced the all clear and everyone quickly returned to the task at hand. 

			“Sam, everyone on the river is busy, and especially at this time of the season. You know that,” Mom reiterated. With a flip of her tail, she guided Sam slowly toward the edge of the pool.

			It never used to be that way, Rebecca thought as she momentarily paused. “When I was young, and many Kits before you, the river was a quiet, tranquil place. There was lots of food and fresh water,” she exclaimed. “Today, things are very different; populations have grown across every species, and the Hominid farmers are a constant burden on our water supply.” 

			“That’s true,” answered Sam, “and not to mention the mutants!” he added, lifting his head as he saw the approaching darkness, knowing his awake time was coming quickly to an end. “The fact is, it just doesn’t seem fair,” he added sharply. He hoped to keep Mom talking, and him awake a bit longer. 

			“Back then, there was less competition, Sam,” Mom quickly responded. “Life seemed slower, and there was more time for parents to spend with the kids.” Mom ignored Sam’s annoying poke. Why do kids always think they’re getting the raw end of the deal? Rebecca thought to herself. “Today, everyone is under pressure to build more and have more. Dad and I have to construct more dams and canals to support our ever-growing community. It feels like an ongoing race to survive,” Rebecca continued. 

			“You, Dad, and Julie are now part of that race, and I know it’s hard sometimes, son, but remember that you too will one daysky have a family of your own, and then you’ll see,” she stated as Sam pushed away and quickly climbed into the nesting room, grabbing the best spot before Julie finished her chores.

			Julie is somewhat of a pain, Sam thought as he pulled some fresh branches from the nearby pile and silently adjusted his bedding. He hadn’t slept well the darksky before, and he made sure that he left nothing to chance. Beaver lodges are safe and warm, he pondered, but they weren’t always comfortable with the space restrictions and all. Thankfully, Mom’s last litter was small. His eyes quietly closed and he drifted off to sleep with one final thought: It’s easy for Mom to say that times are busy and life’s different now. He silently wondered whether life had truly been easier those many seasons ago. 

			Mom knew that it wouldn’t be long until both Julie and Sam would be pushed out of the lodge to make room for any Kits next season. Sometimes she wished that they’d been raised as lake Beavers. Now they had it made, and life seemed simpler, or so it seemed she thought. Hmm, I wonder, maybe not, she further pondered as her mind drifted to the lake Beavers, knowing truly that life was difficult for everyone. 

			Sam suddenly opened his eyes when Julie blurted out, “Sam, that’s not fair.” Julie shook off the excess moisture clinging to her as she exited the pool and entered the dry room, splashing water all over her twin. 

			Sam quickly bolted to the other side of the lodge in anticipation of another attack from his angry sister. He slammed into their homemade cedar-lined dresser, scattering everything that rested on top, including some of his awards. He watched in silence as his prized stone-carved trophy, which he’d won in the summer championships, drifted aimlessly into the waters below. Although small for his age, Sam was agile and quick, and to date had always finished first in the pond swim race. 

			“It had better be down there in the morning!” Sam voiced angrily as he looked over at Julie. 

			“It serves you right!” Julie said sternly, mocking Sam’s loss as she grabbed the grooming brush and proceeded to clean her beautiful pelt, drawing away the unwanted debris she’d collected during that dayskys forage. This part always grossed her out, and she prayed silently that she wouldn’t find any unknown creepy things amidst her silk-like fur. Yuck, she thought in anticipation.

			“That’s three darkskys in a row that you’ve taken that spot, and I’ve had to sleep on the knot Dad’s yet to repair,” Julie screamed. “Mom, that’s not fair! I’m out late doing my chores, and he”—she emphasized—“the baby, gets the best place to rest his grimy little head!” And then she flicked some of the more disgusting junk that had collected on the comb at her grimy little brother, who ducked in anticipation and dove to the left side of the chest. She smiled.

			Shaking her head but undistracted, Mom continued with her work as she gnawed on some of the fresh produce the kids had collected. Mom had a knack for manufacturing an array of medicinal remedies and cooking up (to die for) ancient recipes and secrets for constructing glues, solvents, and pastes. 

			Dad will be coming home very late, she thought as her mind darkened with fear. Probably not until late next daysky. She missed him, but knew he was on a mission of vital importance. She proudly thought of how lucky she was to have Jacob in her life.

			She wanted everything to be perfect for his return, so she doubled her efforts, chewed quickly, and came close to completing the delectable paste. She filled the clay container resting next to her by the water’s edge. She loved meal preparation and wanted something special, hot, and ready upon his return.

			Dad had to work twice as hard as her dad to get the same results. There were so many distractions in today’s world, and it was next to impossible to focus only on your own family. And what about me? she thought. No more stay-at-home moms—that’s for sure. For a split second, her mind gathered, and she remembered when life seemed grand and the river was as calm as the life it supported. She reminisced for another moment and turned her thoughts to her family. 

			She remembered Granddad, who’d spent special time with her when she was so young and had trouble swimming. Granddad to the rescue, she recalled. He spent countless hours in the pond, above the dam, teaching her the skills necessary to be the finest swimmer on the STRETCH. Sam was a fabulous swimmer too, almost from birth. For her, it took vigilance and tons of practice to become the best. What a wonderful time, she thought, spending such quality moments with Granddad.

			Granddad often told her about the days when Archimedes discovered this section of the river. In all truthfulness, it wasn’t even a river but a narrow, pebbled stream not far from the hardwoods and trails that led to the escarpment. 

			Things had to be pretty tough back then, she suddenly thought. It couldn’t have been very easy, starting from scratch, with all the dangers, she realized. The next time Uncle Albert visited, she’d make a point of speaking with him about the pioneering days and what life was like back then.

			Albert is somewhat of a rogue, or gangster, she thought, smiling in her mind. He never settled, nor was he married, or so he said. He just wandered from land to land, seeking easy ways to find free resources or accommodations. He isn’t a Beaver, she reminisced. He’s a black Sheep. She laughed out loud. Albert stirred up trouble and frolicked with the ladies, but she missed him dearly and couldn’t wait for his return. He would return, but one never knew when. 

			Today, it seemed that more and more moms were forced to leave home every daysky and go out into the woods or the river to get just enough food and materials to care for their homes. The pond, the river, the kids, and all the extraordinary things the community required took work. Somebody had to sew, run the looms, bake, do meal prep for the school, repair equipment, and more. The list went on and on.

			That’s the way life is, simply busy all the time, she thought as she began to list the tasks that required early attention after SOL rise. All Beavers are busy, not just Dad’s, she pondered and then laughed.

			Another outburst from Julie finally caught her attention. She looked over as she raced across the lodge like a missile, with Sam as the target. Oh boy! she thought.

			“I am so sick of you, Sam!” yelled Julie as she barged into the cramped sleeping den. Sam wiped away some gross stuff from his raised brow. He readied himself for the attack and lifted his broad tail in quick defense of the oncoming assault.

			“Enough!” screamed mother, so loud that both kids were caught off guard. They both stopped and remained motionless, knowing that they’d crossed a line. Mom rarely raises her voice that loud, they both thought.

			“Thank you!” Mom exclaimed. Each child sat sheepishly, staring down at their leathery tails.

			“I am so tired of the two of you screaming and yelling over nothing. It’s old, and it’s boring, and I’ve had enough for one daysky!” she continued sternly. 

			“C’mon, Mom!” Julie cried. “I was cleaning the collection of garbage and debris out of the dam all daysky while you and dingleberry were floating like two Frogs on a lily pad. What’s up with that?” she inquired. “And Sam, you’re such a suck!” she screamed before her mother could react.

			“Enough!” Mom declared with complete finality. “No more, not another word, and get to bed or there will be serious consequences,” she said authoritatively.

			This time, Julie stopped. She knew when she’d pushed mother too hard, and it was best to yield, especially since she was madder than heck. Mom doesn’t get this upset often, she pondered, at least not with both her and slime ball, her disgusting brother. 

			There was lots of weird stuff on the STRETCH, and hardly anything surprised Rebecca anymore. Not even the Kits, she thought as they finally lay down to sleep. Like everyone else, they had witnessed the oddities and strange things. 

			She knew that such things were happening more often lately, and a frosty chill sliced through her spine, like when the Wolves put her on edge late into the darksky. Everyone feared the ever-howling Wolves. Even the friendly few on the STRETCH sometimes lost control, instinct took over, and bad things happened. 

			Dad was constantly late, and she knew why. He’s on vital business, and the SHILOH is coming, she pondered knowingly. It wasn’t a rumor. It was in the air, and she could feel it. 

			The SHILOH is coming …, said the voice in her mind … the SHILOH is coming. 

			Another shiver, and she forced her attention to the roof of their den. It was a thatch work of woven sticks, mud, string, a few support logs, and many branches and fresh saplings. Just last week, they’d completed most of the new outside mudding as they prepared their lodge for the winter season. There was still significant work to complete. 

			Although she tried to stop it, her mind drifted back to the SHILOH and the imminent meeting known as the GATHERING.

			The Hominids are dangerous, her mind suddenly voiced. Beware! And mom shivered again.

			She had, from time to time, seen Hominids, mostly farmer Bennett, but she couldn’t recall them interfering with nature in the past; now things had changed. And certainly not for the better.

			Mom wasn’t the only member of the STRETCH worried that darksky. Many a folk were astir as strange creatures from all over found their way to the GATHERINGS. 

			The planet was far from at rest. A virus was loose. Rogue mutants were rising, and the SHILOH was coming. It was foreboding and ominous, and the world was in peril. 

			***

			As always, the meetings were cloaked in secrecy. But everyone knew. It was certainly self-evident when the men dressed in their special outfits and gear, and their weapons were gathered. And although they left separately, all the Animals were keenly aware that an important event was only dayskys away. 

			It seemed the air would thicken, whether it was winter or summer, as each GATHERING approached. It was strange. Like the SHILOH, there was almost a shift in the fabric of space. It was a feeling. Conversations were shadowed and voices lowered as an acute alertness swept across all the vast lands. 

			The trees remained silent, even in the wind, only casting long shadows. Every living thing seemed to quiet and the skies seemed to dull. Something was amiss, and one could only guess—and believe me, it was only a guess of what, if anything, would happen next.

			***

			Julie loved the cicadas, but their eerie silence was like an echo of fear. They’d remained ominously quiet for the past two moons. Cicadas were certainly the neatest insect on the STRETCH, only emerging every thirteen or seventeen seasons, species-dependent. Like Beavers, they spent the vast majority of their lifespan in hiding, only to later congregate in significant numbers to mate. After SOL down, they were often a choir of activity, screaming loudest at dusk, dampening the competing voices echoing into the darksky. 

			“Ouch!” Rebecca groaned loudly as one of her incisors was nicked. She had to gnaw off some of the plant life that danced its way across the lodge into every nook and cranny. Enough of this cleaning, she thought, and instead placed one of her stones next to her collection. She’d awoken early, and it was still dark. Each stone was important to her, and some had deep meaning. 

			Lodge maintenance was exhaustive at times, and Mother worked incessantly, always ensuring the dam was in a state of great cleanliness. The smoking of the hearth only did so much. Rebecca was up early before SOL rise, washing down the den, descaling her stones, and scrubbing the incessant dust back into the pool. She happily watched it drift slowly into the abyss. 

			It was Granddad who had passed her the first stone, back when she was a few seasons old. He told her it was ancient and that she must keep it safe at all times, never letting it leave her sight. It had been his grandad who’d passed it to him. 

			It frightened her at the time, but she had done what he’d asked, never telling the tale, and safeguarding the stone and those she had added. It was a mystery, and so were the other things she had found or been given. All of them were stones, and each had a secret waiting to be told. Hopefully, in time, all would be revealed.

			Granddad’s gift was the weirdest one of all—that’s for sure. She often polished the stone, returning it to its original beauty, and it glowed. It was a rare stone indeed, and she had never seen one just like it. It was strangely shaped, and the edges sometimes flipped colors, like a mosaic from the dashing light of a lit candle near the stained-glass goblet she’d once found at the edge of a field. It seemed mystical, and during full moons, it strangely radiated enough heat to elevate the temperature nearby, or so it seemed. It warmed her heart and brought a waterfall of cascading memories of Granddad and her seasons as a Kit. She was certain that some of the specimens held magical powers, but she didn’t know why. It was a feeling. She guarded them almost like offspring, and as instructed, rarely had them out of her sight. 

			This only adds to the allure, she realized, thinking about how strange the stone truly was. Gently, she placed Granddad’s gift back into the oak bowl, setting it atop the others as it gleamed a deep purple haze. The early light danced across the lodge, like fireflies in the darksky. 

			Socraious was brightest as with each GATHERING, making its darksky presence only moments ago. Venus shone luminously, too. Strange, she thought, how does Socraious know? 

			Normally, there are only two cycles per litter, and now there are more. Everything was changing, and Mom was starting to connect the dots one fact at a time. We’re all learning on the STRETCH that something is ominously amiss, she thought, and she hoped with the deepest hope that there was still time. 

			Of course there is, said the voice of reason bellowing from somewhere deep inside her. Rebecca just shook her head.

			She looked back at the stone, and now a creamy gold light emanated from the rock. It was radiant, and it took Rebecca a minute to break the embrace and look away.

			It was a similar feeling that sometimes came when the stone touched her skin as it dangled from the worn plastic cord they’d once found floating near a canal at the edge of the STRETCH. She always took Granddad’s stone with her when she had to leave the lodge. That was the promise she’d made to him when he placed it in her hand so many seasons ago. Darn promises, she thought. 

			She was mystified, but she knew that Granddad had known many truths, and intuitively she surmised that her stones would play a serious part in the stormy days ahead. The SHILOH, the GATHERING, her stones, the aura of the Socraious—it was a puzzle, and all the pieces were there in front of her. She knew deep down that the answers would come. The SHILOH was coming, and that was worrisome enough, she pondered, let alone trying to figure out what it all meant. 

			She reached up and rubbed her aching tooth with some wet mud left over from the mess Julie had left in the dry room. That’s all she did, it seemed—clean up after the kids. She wondered if she’d been this messy when she was a young Beaver. 

			I think not said the voice from within, and Rebecca smiled.

			Rebecca loved that voice. It was the voice of reason and understanding. It helped her know the right thing—the right thing to do. She knew that many of the creatures acted on instinct, but she also knew that Animals were getting smarter. Much smarter, she thought. She believed that deep down, every being—whether male, female, or just a youngster—had an understanding of a universal power that guided them in life. 

			One didn’t need to look to the skies or behind a tree, as that voice of reason was inherent. One just needed to quiet their minds to hear. You’re not responsible for the thoughts that come into your head, but you are responsible for what you do with them, she often pondered. Listen to that voice, and you’ll always make the right choice, she continually told Julie and Sam.

			We are catching up, said the voice as it echoed through her mind once again, grabbing her attention. This is crazy, she thought, and then laughed out loud. And I think I’m going nuts. But she knew she wasn’t.

			Whose voice is it? she pondered as she looked over to the Kits, wondering how much longer she’d let them sleep. There was more work to be done, and their times of sleeping deep into the dayskys were long gone. Maybe a bit longer, she thought. Although rarely alone, she enjoyed the solitude and stillness of the early daysky. 

			The SHILOH is coming, she thought as her mind drifted back to Sam. She wondered if Sam would be her last Kit. What was the SHILOH? she pondered. And why is she coming? Again, a shudder went down her spine.

			Mom felt saddened. She reminded herself of her earlier conversation with Sam. He’s just so eager to grow up and get out into the world and defend all of us, just like his dad, she thought. 

			He knows so little, but give him time, said the voice as she gazed into the darkened water. She didn’t respond, knowing that the voice was only telling her what she already knew. 

			Jacob isn’t busy just because of work, and it’s hard to keep the truth from the young ones, Rebecca thought. She suspected Julie knew more than she admitted, as she was the inquisitive one. Sam is the dreamer and has yet to be touched by the inherent dangers.

			He was an innocent soul, and she knew there was little to protect him from the reality that was so close to revealing itself. Everyone she knew was nervous, but nothing much was being said, and certainly nothing had been revealed. At least not yet.

			Be patient, said the voice in her head, and as usual, she looked around. 

			Jacob is saying very little, she reminded herself. Jacob is at the GATHERING, plain and simple, she thought, and so are the Hominids. For the first time, fear rocked her to her core. She sat still and listened. Now nothing!

			The Hominids were the worst kind she’d heard. Not all, but many were more troubling than all of the Wolves, Wolverines, Wild Dogs, and those cunning Foxes all put together, someone had said. Yes, a few were friends, and even protectors, but like the cockroaches and slugs, most were parasitic, always seeking out opportunity, and the Animals had, through experience, learned to beware.

			They were slowly destroying not only the STRETCH but also faraway lands, according to Jacob. No wonder the SHILOH was coming, and again, the fear found its way back into her bones as all the worries came racing into her mind.

			“Stop it!” she voiced out loud as she nestled back between her still-sleeping Kits, thinking an extra few minutes of rest might quiet her brain. Their warmth helped calm her unease as she stared at the glowing stone she held tightly in her fist. She had grabbed it out of the bowl, not even trusting the safety of the lodge.

			As she looked down at her favorite stone, a symbol seemed to appear. It was faint, then disappeared, then reappeared, and she could see a face inside a twenty-two-armed celestial SOL. She was beautiful, with a flower above her eyebrows, and her eyelashes extended down past her nose. Red, full lips and olive eyes ordained her cherub-like face. As quickly as she came, she disappeared. She stared blankly at the stone in wonderment, feeling the warmth, but the face symbol didn’t reappear.

			The meeting has started, said the voice in the back of her head as she pulled the Kits closer to her belly. 

			Suddenly, she could hear their heartbeats. She knew intuitively that everyone’s lives were soon about to change. Again, fear shimmered through her, and her tail flipped up in an uncontrollable waggle, almost hitting the lamps hanging from the branches above. Sit still, my friend, sit still, said the voice, and this time she listened.

			Legend had it that once the Beaver clan was much more advanced than the Hominids. They had mastered home building hundreds of thousands, even millions of seasons ago, Granddad had told her. Well in advance of these unsightly bipeds who now ruthlessly ruled all territory like the array of Gods they followed. They are devils, she thought, and snuggled ever closer to her resting offspring. 

			It was all too much to think about!

			Enough, said the voice! And this time she listened. 

			Mom started counting backward to cleanse her mind of these incessant thoughts. In time, her eyes became weary, and finally, she fell into a deep but restless sleep, with her two Kits tucked in by her side.

			***

			It was late into the darksky when the GATHERING began. Torches were lit, and light flashed across the forest opening, casting mirrored images of every set of eyes in attendance. It was a dramatic effect, as groups of staring creatures, their eyes piercing through the mist, stood at the ready, only to see other eyes staring back. Some of the Animals had more than two eyes, or so it seemed, but one couldn’t tell, as little light trickled through the thick air. 

			Fear ebbed from all corners at the GATHERING as all were silent and nobody moved. The Disciples held their ground, waiting in tight formation. Each at attention with their weapons at the ready, waiting for the leadership to arrive. 

			Their prior meeting had been half a moon ago, and this was already their fourth meeting this season. They still had four moons to go. In the distance, they could see the advancing torchlight finding its way through the smoky air and great oaks as the Elders weaved their way along the well-worn pebblestone path. 

			Everything stood still as the Elders approached. There was silence, and nothing moved.

			The GATHERINGS went back many hundreds of generations, yet they were often draped in mystery and lore. Some ended in great tragedy, and the STRETCH had had its share of misery and sorrow—a history voiced during oral recitals at the Maple Station, just across from the Winter Canal.

			It was always a fine day when the CRYPS broke from their lives of archiving to share ancient stories and tales of seasons gone by. They often spoke of the times before the mutations, a time before Animals could talk. Those dayskys were long gone, and the Animal enhancements had changed everything. 

			Animals could speak directly with Hominids, and if not, use electronic or Animal translators. Animals were bred, or genetically altered, to be smarter, faster, carry more weight, or do whatever the Hominids thought could advantage them. Often enhanced Animals worked directly for the Hominids for the entirety of their lives. 

			In time, many Animals rebelled. With cognition came awareness, and with that came thoughts of freedom. Not everything was in balance; in fact, things were far from balanced, and it was about to get worse.

			Millions of seasons ago, life was simpler and vastly different. Animals didn’t stray but kept to themselves, and Hominids respected life and only gathered what they required. Life was everywhere, and with each passing season, new things evolved. And the world was good.

			In the beginning, Hominids were hunter-gatherers and lived off the land, often traveling for dayskys to find food. They manufactured rudimentary tools to survive. They existed within the boundaries of the natural laws and resisted the urge to upset the balance of life. They lived amongst all the creatures of the world in harmony, revering all life. They knew to conserve and were one with nature, respecting the planet, and even though some Animals were prey, they honored them too.

			Over many seasons, the Hominids learned how to farm and stopped their long migrations. They knew that fruits or seeds, when planted and nourished, would grow and bear more fruit. If they were attentive, they could settle in one place. It seemed ingenious. They developed tools and machines, and quickly became agricultural savants. They were easily the most intelligent species on the planet. Before long, they added Animals. They thought that life was easier, but it wasn’t. Life became more complex.

			When other Hominids, still gatherers, observed the farms, they saw food. They saw an opportunity. They were cunning and brutal, and they robbed or attacked their agricultural friends. Fences had to be built, and they needed more offspring to farm and fight. It was all a big lie. Life was not easier. It was worse. 

			They continued to innovate, building advanced tools and deadly weapons, and they turned them upon themselves, killing with impunity. And they continued to multiply. More progress meant more chaos, and they fought great wars, with young Hominids giving their lives for their flag or their farm. It was barbaric and served no one, and all the lives were lost for nothing.

			The Hominids just kept breeding, innovating, and migrating across the five continents like locusts, eating and killing everything in their path. The world was no longer in balance, and the Animals were in fear. Stocks of Animals disappeared, were killed off, or died from lack of food or fresh water. They had nowhere to live and nowhere to hide. It wasn’t meant to be this way, but the Hominids were a pestilence run wild. 

			It was a mystery exactly when they took their first steps out of the primordial goo. The CRYPS had no record of how life started on Earth. For what seemed like a millennium, biologists and ancient philosophers theorized, but they had no answers. For some, it was the SHILOH. She was all-knowing, so it was prophesied that she was the creator. Nobody knew. 

			For many, the Hominids were the devil reborn. Their bipedal mobility made them unique, and they had larger brains. It seemed they had an unfair advantage. As they evolved and adapted, they continued to excel. They incessantly leaned forward, or so they thought. They blossomed their sciences, improved their tools, automated their weapons, and became increasingly destructive. 

			Everything seemed upside down, and the more they advanced, the more they destroyed. Towns and cities appeared and disappeared, and they killed each other as if it were sport. They sent young Hominids who didn’t know the names of the opposing Hominids to destroy them, and in death, they were gone forever. 

			All that potential, all that opportunity, wiped out in an instant, never to return. Archives and great libraries were burned, and cities were destroyed, never to rise again. And for what? A celebration or a party? Something was amiss. And in victory, they cheered and paraded in their cities, happily rejoicing while the bodies of the vanquished lay rotting across the fields of death. They were a scourge on the planet.

			The Hominids came in different colors, shapes, and sizes, inhabiting every nook and corner on Earth. If they haven’t come, they will come, and when they do come, beware. It was a history that repeated itself over and over and over again. The Hominids were like asteroids striking the land, leaving nothing but destruction behind. 

			They just kept getting smarter and smarter, and in just ten thousand seasons, they went from wanderers to star-men, building machines that could fly. Science became their new weapon, and the more they learned, the more they progressed. Nothing in all of the lands advanced this quickly from cave dweller to earth master in only a few millennia. No other creature was ever so out of balance. They harnessed nature and invented steel, and they conquered daysky and darksky. They were everywhere. 

			Regardless, their race of destruction was ravenous, and the Animals had yet to find a way to stop the purge. At least not yet. 

			Strange Animals weaved their way into every crevice of life, seeking out paths of destruction and disease. A rampant virus was rumored—a pandemic, they said. Spreading even faster than the Hominids, and it had no allegiance or friends. But like the Hominids, it liked to kill. That was its mission. Just kill.

			Hominids, their lessons unlearned and having moved to the farm and then to the factories, and now the skies, turned back to their science. They built laboratories and microscopes, and machines that could see through walls and even themselves. And season by season, they grew smarter.

			Soon, they went from changing the land to changing themselves, and the Animals, too. They found genetics. They could make themselves stronger and smarter, and they could eliminate disease. They pressed forward. At first, they changed the Animals, making them bigger and faster. They mated the biggest Bull with the largest Cow, and the offspring grew larger and stronger. It didn’t last long. Their science grew exponentially, and soon they learned they didn’t need the Bull or the Cow. A glass tube would do, or a petri dish and gel. It mattered not. They could change the planet in a lab and make their lives better, just like the farms so long ago. Again, the big lie, but they pressed on.

			Soon, Animals were raised in a farmer’s basement or laboratory, and they were genetically altered and modified for the better, or so the Hominids thought. The Hominids changed, too! They changed themselves. 

			They built industrial farms, and they pushed forward. Science was their answer. And the scientists pressed onward, and their laboratories grew larger and more complex. And the Animals evolved, and they too began to spread, and soon there was almost nowhere to hide.

			Not all went well. Grotesque Animals were born, and some survived. They were called mutants and they went rogue. They were unnaturally quick; they were cunning and smart. They were too smart, and they multiplied. 

			There were good mutants for certain. They were faster and more agile, laid more eggs, had more calves, and more. Life for a while seemed easier. But when things went wrong, they went very wrong, and the rogue mutants could be dangerous, and some got away. And they mated, and they too mutated, and like all Animals, proliferated. It happened too often, and they spread like the virus, taking no prisoners. The world was in jeopardy.

			But the Hominids pressed forward. They never gave up and were an unstoppable force. They continued to enhance and adapt. In time, some Animals could talk. It was simple to start, but they too
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